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DESCRIBE THE PHESEN_‘E:\ND ORIGINAL (iF KNOWN) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE
Somerset Christian Church is picturesquely situated on.an open hilltop off Route
20 amidst the tarwmlands ot Orange County. Erected in the 1850s to serve the Somerset
comminity, the church is a provincial interpretation ol the Italianate style. The
woou~tramne church is a rectangular, one-and-one-hali-story, gable-root structure
covered with plaln weatherboards.

The main (north) elevation is dominated by a one-story porch of four square Tuscan
colunns supnorting a padimented root. The pediment is distinguished by an open
" tympanum aand trinely executed scroll brackets supporting a raking cormice with gable-end
returns. The porch shelters a double doorway with its origimal paneled doors set in a
simple architrave. Above the porch is a semi-circular window covered by louvers. A
raking cornice with gable-end returns supported by scroll brackets completes the tacade.
The cornice is found on alil the bUlLdlﬂ? s elevatloqs. L S

> A

Tne west elevatlon consists of three bays thn 12/12 hung-sash windows. The
windows ave framed by simple architraves, and louvered shutters flank the windows omn
the east and west elevations, Otharwise similar in appearance, the east elevation has
a smaller side door near the northeast corner.

The rear (south) elevation teatures a small, one-story apse, A 6/b hung-sash
window is found on the rear, and narrower hung-sash windows are employed on the east
ana west sides of the ell. A small door is to the right ot the rear window, and its

steps have been removed. .

The plan of the church consists ot a single auditorium room with a gallery at the
north end., The galtery is reached by an enclosed stair in the northeast corner. The
tace of the gallery is a Tuscan eantablature and is supnorted on paneled Tuscan plers.
A storage room located bzshind the sanctuary 1s reached by doors flanking the pulpit.
The sanctuary is set within a three-part arched recess centered with a wide elliptical
arch and tramed by a wooden architrave. Two large wooden consoles on either side of
the apse support encased structural beams on an otherwise plain plastered ceiling.

The auditorium is in an excellent state ot preservation and contains many lYth-
century rurnishings. The original pulpit is located within the sanctuary. The scrolled-
end paws are still in use, many retaining their original paint and graining. An
elaborate cast-iron chandelier, later electritied, dates from the latter part of the
19th century. The reed organ is of the same period.

Boundary Justification

Tne nominated propexty consists of one acre, composed ok the land upon which the
church sits together with a public access. - ,
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

Situated on a small hilltop amiast the farmlands of Orange County, the Somerset
Christian Church is a salient example ot a small country parish church that has
survived 1n an unaltered state of preservation. Erected in the 18503, the churcn 1s a
rare interpretation of the Italianate style in mia-i9th-century ecclesiastical
architecture and remains a picturesque architecturat accent in th2 scenic Orange County
countryside. .. .., : .. I oL o e .

Burlt to serve a small, but active, Christian community outside the town ot :
Gordonsville 1in rural Somerset, the church was erected within a diminished scale compared
with other area churches. As part or this indiviaualism, the chuxch is also a stylistic
departure trom the more conventional expressions of ecclesiastical architecture of the
period. Whereas the Gothic and Greek Revival styles had come to replace the traditional
18th-century Georgian style by the mid-19th ceatury, the builder ot the Somerset church
chiose the less-popular Italianate as the style for his rural chirch., The cholce rinds
some justification in the architectural philosophy of Andrew Jackson Downing, as stated
in the noted author's widely read work Rural Essays ot 1l353. Downing notes:

Ard in truth, we would not desire to make tne country church
other than simple, truthtul, and harmonious., We would avoid
all pretensions to elaborate architecturalr ornament; wa would
depend upon the right proportions, torms, outlimes, and the
true expression, :

Thz builder ot the Somerset church adhered to Downing's philosophy. This is especially
evidant in the church's interior. '

Both the interior and exterior of the church remain unaltered trom the 19th centuty ,
the interior providing a complete picture of the character ot an unpretentious countiy
church ot the pariod. Thz church paws, many of which retain their original paint and
graining, find a precedsnt in the avchitectural pattera books of Asher Benjamin,
pablished earlier in the century. Complementing the paws are othar furnishings surviving
in their original state. Of special interest are the cast-iron chaandelier and resad
organ, added later in the 1Yth century, during a period of post-Civil War prosperity.

The church was used regularly throughout the 19th century, but with a decline in
local population, services are now held there a minimum of once a year. It is maintained
by a small, but dedicated, congregation. :
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U.S.G.3, 7.5 quadrangle (scale 1:24000)
Gordonsville. Virginia

SOMERSET CHRISTTAN CHURCH, Orange County. Vi
UIM Feference:
17/742930/4,234340
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